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Dedication
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For mum and dad,

They always supported me

even when they didn’t understand what I was doing
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Author’s Note
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To write this book I relied on my memory of the events it alludes to, researched facts and consulted the person that the lead character of the book is based on. I have changed the names of all the individuals mentioned, and in some cases I modified details that could identify them, in addition to creating two characters to preserve anonymity. The order of a few events has been changed to avoid narrating unnecessary details and to accentuate the experience, and I omitted people and events when they had no impact on the storyline. This book is my perspective of events and therefore, by definition, subjective.
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Part 1
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25,000 FEET ABOVE sea level at two am, with my eyes closed, thinking about what I had left behind and what was ahead of me. I had just resigned, was feeling lost and my heart was drumbeating for the coming adventure. The thought of walking with three guys I barely knew for twenty-four days was confusing me, the idea of doing this in very conservative cities was alarming me and the question of why I was choosing to do this was running through my head relentlessly, but my excitement at walking with new friends in cities I had never visited before, challenging myself, was also overwhelming in the best possible way.

The many tangled thoughts in my head kept me from sleeping and in an effort to at least calm them down I started writing thank you messages to the people who had been great sources of support to me, even if they hadn’t known it at the time. I wrote to a friend who was always encouraging me when everyone else was cynical and I wrote to three men I had a less obvious connection with.

One of them inspired me to do whatever makes me feel that I am being true to myself. Another had a positive indirect effect on me; he had a farm and I had wanted to learn basic agricultural skills, so I had a weekly ritual of going to his farm to help and learn. The farm became an outlet for me, a way of disconnecting from a reality that I didn’t always know how to deal with, but my time there also made me able to think more clearly for the rest of the week. The third man had a smile that made me feel that life would always be good, no matter what. I needed to thank them and on a subconscious level I think I also wanted to be comforted. The effect that people may have on us can be heartwarming.

I had previously worked as a Startup Space Manager and I used to joke about whether “space” referred to an empty place or the expanse full of stars that lies beyond the earth. In the end, I thought it had more of the first meaning and that was why I resigned. When I sent messages to various people telling them what I had done, most of the responses were “congratulations.” Apparently many people feel that if someone resigns from their job, he or she has been able to break the cage and fly. And without a doubt that was true for me. For several months beforehand, I had been suffocating and becoming more depressed, day after day. After my resignation, I met one of the people who had congratulated me and I found out that he was planning to undertake an awesome challenge. I had always wanted to travel more locally, discovering my own country more fully, and it seemed this possibility could be just a few steps away for me.

I live in Cairo, Egypt’s capital. True, it has all kinds of people but as often happens in big capital cities when people immigrate there, it is the people who adapt to the norms of the place, often showing the worst versions of themselves to be able to survive in the most competitive city in the country. When I travel for vacations I usually go to coastal cities, but these don’t fully represent Egypt or Egyptians either. They are mainly vacation destinations and in them we see perhaps the best versions of people because we go there to relax. I always felt that I didn’t know much about Egypt or the Egyptians; I could only talk about Cairo and Cairenes. But that was about to change. Unattached, I had the freedom to be spontaneous.

My friend was preparing for a challenge: to cross Egypt on foot to raise awareness about issues related to population growth. In essence, three men were going to walk from Aswan to Cairo along the Nile. This would entail passing through nine governorates, each governorate containing a big city, a few small cities, and many villages. I had been to some of the big cities before but definitely not on foot. Walking the nine governorates would mean covering 934 km, the estimated distance. Moreover, they had set a timeframe of twenty-four days to complete the entire walk, which broken down would mean covering an average of 43 km per day, around nine hours of walking. Upon discovering that, my interest and excitement were piqued but the trip was due to start in fifteen days and I wasn’t physically prepared. So I told my friend that I wanted to join the trip, that I wouldn’t be able to complete the entire distance but that I could walk for something like 10 km per day. My friend, Ahmed, told me that he would ask the sponsors if this would be acceptable.

After a few days, Ahmed told me that I needed to meet the main sponsor who then, when I met him, approved me joining even if it was just to meet the youth at their centers to participate in the activities planned as part of their awareness raising campaign. After the meeting I called Ahmed, excited, and told him that I was in and he replied in an overbearing tone that someone must have done me a great favor; he was of course talking about himself.

After writing the messages, I could see the sun was starting to rise. I was sitting on a window seat on the left just after the wing on an airplane heading to Aswan. The sunlight revealed the scenery that I had been so eager to see. This scenery would be our surroundings for the next twenty-four days. Osama was sitting beside me; we looked at each other and laughed.

“Is that what we are going to walk through?” I asked and we couldn’t control our laughter for several minutes.

We saw an expanse of wide desert and narrow curving river. The river in fact would be our compass, as the plan was to walk along the Nile from Egypt’s most southern city and head north; we were going to walk with the current of the river. The view from above suggested that the landscape was purely arid desert but the closer we got to the ground the richer we found it to be.

Osama was one of the three men planning to walk the 934 km. He was twenty-one years old and still studying at college, a well-built man and tall, with light brown hair, a full beard, and honey-colored hooded eyes framed by long eyelashes and thick arched eyebrows. His long curly hair was always styled upwards so it looked a bit like a lion’s mane. This I associated with his personality, which is strong and courageous but also impulsive.

I met Osama only eight days before our trip and we didn’t start off very well. We were at a meeting with the main sponsors of our adventure. He was dressed in very loose grey sweat pants and a shirt. He was silent when we were at the meetings but extremely restless, moving all around, when the meetings were over. He also talked too much about anything and everything and he made fun of everything, himself included.

When the meetings were over, I drove him back home and we had a more serious conversation. He told me about his studies, a bit about his childhood and his life aspirations. Osama was studying Computer Science at a private university and things weren’t going well. He had entered into a fight defending one of his classmates whom he saw as being treated unfairly, although he didn’t know what the problem was. He just got into the fight without even knowing who he was fighting with; it turned out that his opponent was the owner of the college and this got Osama suspended for the year. Earlier in his life, when he was a teenager, he had chosen to move out of his parents’ house and had to earn his living; he worked mainly in the tourism industry which had given him the chance to travel a lot and find an outlet for his enormous energy and great aspirations. His dream was to be an astrophysicist.

We arrived at his drop off point and I found myself thinking that he was a nice person after all and feeling good that I already knew two of the three guys I would be staying with for this period of adventure. We had another meeting arranged for the next day at eleven am in Maadi, a residential area in south east Cairo, and we agreed to meet before that in Heliopolis, another distinct area in east Cairo at six am, to go walking.

The guys had already been training for the challenge for six months by walking across cities and even traveling on foot. I, too, wanted to use the ten days before we were due to travel to Aswan to train for the challenge. Since I was a child I have always played sports. I took part in artistic gymnastics until I was twelve, then tried volleyball, basketball, tennis, swimming, athletics, and shooting and was on the club teams for most. I had focused on cycling for a while, until an incident one day where a police dog came running after me as I was cycling along a public road. I glanced behind to see what was happening, lost my course, and rode up a pile of sand, flying away from the bike like Chuck from Angry Birds, going faster as I approached the ground and landing on my right shoulder, finally lying bruised on the sand. And that was my last experience with cycling. Later I started regularly hiking, swimming, and running. So even though I hadn’t been training for the challenge, I had physical fitness.

Egypt has its own attitudes to time, with frequent traffic jams making it difficult to always be punctual but lateness also often being an accepted part of the culture. But there are many people who react quite strongly to this.

The next day, I texted Osama saying that I would be half an hour late. I arrived at six-thirty am and he came ten minutes later. We started walking briskly, so that we would still be able to catch the meeting. He wasn’t in the best of moods but neither was I, as I hadn’t had my morning coffee which is important for me to start functioning. We walked at an average pace of 6 km/hr. He started to express his frustration in the middle, telling me this was because I had been late in arriving. Though I didn’t reply, I wanted to tell him that he had arrived later than me. He continued, “I don’t like being late.”

We kept walking quickly and quietly, until we no longer knew which way to go but tried a couple of ways until we found the right one. All this time we had been walking along Salah Salem, which after a while became El Nasr road—two fast roads with high rates of traffic and pollution. We came across a construction area in El Nasr road and suddenly I found myself skating over wet gypsum, swinging to the right and left until I regained my balance and stepped out of the slippery area with my shoes covered in gypsum. All was over in a few seconds and Osama couldn’t save me; it had seemed certain that I was going to fall but in the end I hadn’t so we laughed and things started to feel more normal between us again.

We passed by a street that I had gone down many times before but always in a car. Going this time on foot, I discovered that it was full of treasures. It is like a flea market, containing things I couldn’t imagine existing—antique doors and windows that could be easily fixed and many other used things. Surveying it from a bridge, we stopped for a moment to savour its atmosphere, having walked 14 km that day and with 5 km left.

I was getting tired, thirsty, and drained. When we found a kiosk, I bought water and a snack, then sat on the street side for five minutes reenergizing. Upon reaching a crossroad, I used Google maps to check the best route. Osama didn’t like the shortest one because it involved walking through slums, so we took the second fastest route. We crossed the street under El Moneeb bridge and had to climb over a fence. This wasn’t easy for me because I was wearing a backpack so Osama offered to carry it and, wanting to be gentlemanly, he refused to give it back until we arrived. The route we took ended up taking us through a downmarket area, El Basateen. We found ourselves walking along a narrow busy road with red brick houses on either side, people wearing jilbab (long, loose garments), and herds of animals in the street. Osama wasn’t happy about this while I, on the other hand, appreciated the novelty of the goats welcoming us on the way and the horses eating in the middle of the street.

“Of course, it seems that you are not used to seeing this but I sleep in their laps,” he said.

I thought he was exaggerating and had no idea to what extent he could be speaking the truth.

We reached the meeting place and I changed into clean clothes. We were meeting other sponsors for the adventure. Ahmed was always in these meetings—he was leading and he acted like a godfather who wanted to get the most benefits for us. At twenty-six, he was of average height with fair skin, brown downturned eyes, thin pink lips, and a snub nose. I never saw his round face with a beard or mustache, his skin was always smooth.

When I first decided to join the guys, I went for a practice walk with Ahmed to start preparing myself for the challenge. I had known him for nine years and there is a five-year age difference between us so I had witnessed him growing up and becoming a leading figure in the sports field. We talked about the plan and our respective expectations and Ahmed was keen to tell me about the other two guys, Osama and Younes. He had known Osama for a long time, they used to play parkour together and do some scouting activities. But he hadn’t known Younes for long. Younes had been working in a company that wanted to organize a sports event for its employees and Ahmed worked with them as a freelancer to help with the event’s organization. When the idea of the challenge was raised, they reconnected to undertake it together.

Ahmed told me that Younes was a bit different. Younes has strong feelings for Egypt and maybe that’s because he is from a big family that is well connected to the government. Ahmed thought that the problem is that Younes didn’t feel the suffering of the people of the middle and lower classes of Egypt. I love Egypt as well and I didn’t really understand what the problem was; for me, loving a country is about a feeling of belonging and not about social classes.

In Egypt, there is a clear separation of social classes, with each having its own places to live, spend our time, or go on vacation, as if we lived parallel lives. This often alienates us from one another, with the lower classes usually regarding the upper class as unimaginably privileged and any obstacle as being removed because of their status. Meanwhile, the upper classes usually view the lower classes as hindering the progress of the country through ignorance, and keeping birth rates high. Despite that, we were all connected once for the love of the country. In Tahrir Square, during the 2011 revolution, all social classes were represented, and all were calling for bread, freedom, and social justice. We all cared for each other and we all wanted the best for our country during this time, recognizing what I believe is a profound truth: there is no contradiction between being part of whichever social class each belongs to and all of us loving our country.

I heard another perspective again about Younes from Osama. When the three of us were shopping for the trip, Osama started imitating his distinctive straight-backed walk, where he looks up, placing his heels on the ground first then rising up onto his tiptoes. Then Osama talked about meetings between the three of them where Younes would suddenly ask “is that all?” before preparing to leave. Osama and Ahmed thought this was part of his arrogance but, having attended meetings with them, I knew how they could extend for no obvious reason. I told the guys that I would be more like Younes after the challenge. But to be honest, I was a bit worried. I wanted to be on good terms with everyone and it seemed that Younes would not be easy. I asked my friends what their thoughts were on how to deal with him. I told them that he seemed a little aloof—maybe cocky—and I wasn’t sure whether to imitate his attitude or to be friendly. I thought that sometimes people with attitude would relate more to others with attitude. My friends, more than anything, were excited that I do this experiment and eager to see the results.

The four of us were on a Whatsapp group so we could communicate and coordinate. Younes was going on two trips before our big trip together—one shorter hiking tour and then a workshop in the US. So I was going to meet him for the first time on the first day of the adventure. Because he was away, he repeatedly asked for updates and at first Ahmed responded, but always late at night or on the day following Younes’ question. As I started to get more involved with the trip preparations, I suggested that if Ahmed was busy perhaps I could respond to him instead. From these first small interactions, where I would respond and he would thank me, I realized that I felt comfortable dealing with him. Do you think this is crazy?

The day before he arrived, I wrote to him in the group that I was excited to see him the next day and he replied that he felt the same. And then I totally forgot about the plan. Of course, the four of us traveling together would prove to be the unexpected step that would unfold our outer layers and reveal our true natures.
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I WOKE UP at four am and opened the curtains but it was still dark outside. We were staying in a hotel by the Nile, Helnan Aswan, and the previous day my room had been bright with a spectacular view. I was on the first floor and, from the window, I saw the blue of the Nile with white sailing boats floating with the current. There was a pool and gardens in the foreground and small yellow mountains in the background. It was a nice start to the adventure.

We were due to meet at the restaurant at five to start our walk at six. Our daily routine had already been meticulously planned. We wanted to start with the sunrise to finish our daily walk sometime before sunset and have some time to see each town or city we passed through. The event management company had booked all our hotels for the twenty-four days and we had prepared and shared a nutrition plan with them. We had two cars that would accompany us, one for the four of us in case we needed it and for our physiotherapist, and one for the support team: a videographer, a social media expert, a coordinator who would oversee interactions between us and the young people joining our walks and finally the event management company team: Managing Director Hamdy and his associates, Ramzy and Samy.

At the restaurant I was the first to arrive and Nadia El Adany followed closely, then Younes, then Ahmed and Osama. The event management team was already there. We ate a carb-rich breakfast of mashed potatoes and mashed sweet potatoes, I had a coffee with milk and there were breakfast boxes ready for us to take.

Nadia is a renowned athlete and very active on social media. She was joining us for the first day and the last eight days of the walk to publicize the challenge. Having met Nadia once in one of the preparation meetings, I was so happy she was joining; I really felt the need for another woman’s support. By contrast, Ahmed told me before I met her that she had an attitude and that he would have preferred someone else to join. And this was the first time I got the impression that he wasn’t in control of everything, in spite of the impression he was trying to convey.

Nadia was a short, slim woman with strong core and leg muscles and curly brown hair framed her round face and green eyes. At the first meeting, we were at the office of one of our sponsors, undergoing a fitness test and being equipped with heart rate straps to monitor our cardiac activity during the walk. She immediately sat, without greeting our sponsor or any of us. After a moment of awkward silence, everyone introduced themselves and then we had to leave for our Body Mass Index (BMI) and stress tests and she for other meetings. Before leaving she had started to mingle a little, celebrating the fact that a woman would be joining the three men in this adventure. I liked her; I thought she was genuine and very supportive.

So on that first morning, we all sat eating breakfast and talking about very general things. I was quiet, unused as I was to waking up this early, and finding everything and almost everyone new and was somewhat overwhelming. I was also a bit worried. I had a problem with my right knee that had bothered me almost all my life. Aged fourteen, I noticed that when I took part in athletics events it always felt unstable and when I ran for long distances it hurt. Several doctors told me that I had osteoarthritis and gave me medications that never helped. When I turned twenty-seven, I traveled to Leipzig to do my Masters and in my second week there I went hiking with some classmates. When I went home, my knee hurt like never before. I wanted to see a doctor and the first appointment that could be booked for me was a seemingly endless two weeks away. I couldn’t ride my bike and climbed the stairs with difficulty. When I finally saw the doctor he did some scans and some physical tests. My issues with understanding German and his with speaking English impeded our communication, but what I understood was that I had a severe problem that might require an operation. No medication could cure it but we were going to do physiotherapy.

After six physiotherapy sessions, I already felt better—almost back to how I was before the hike. My main transportation in Leipzig was by bike. Cycling uphill hurt but I lived with it until the week before I left Germany for good. I went to a Syrian doctor in Berlin who told me that my problem was minor. My leg has an inward inclination which makes me put extra weight on the left part of the knee, causing the pain. The solution, he told me, was to wear an in-sole and he took my foot measurements in order to send me one, though he never did.

Before the trip, I went to the physiotherapist that would be accompanying us. I wanted him to have a look at my knee because it had started to hurt after all the walking that I did in preparation. He did some massage therapy but by the time I left it was hurting more than when I had arrived. Secretly, I was afraid that this journey would harm my knee more and perhaps cause a serious injury.

Assembled, we took our breakfast boxes and got into the cars to ride to our starting point. We had two cars, both Toyota Land Cruiser Prado make. The car would turn out to be an important aspect of our journey. It is supposed to have five seats, but the fifth is a third row seat by the back door and not comfortable for long distances. On this day, Nadia and I sat on the front seat together, the guys on the back seat and Mohsen, the physiotherapist, on the third row seat. We hit the road—it was fresh and a bit chilly by Egyptian standards, so I opened the window and sat on it, to enjoy the weather and let Nadia sit properly.

Approaching the high dam of Aswan, we all had wide smiles on our faces. It seemed like the blue was invading the universe, the color fading gradually to the very light orange of the early morning sky and touching the turquoise blue of the Nile. We stood on the wall of the bridge, watching the sun rise, then Younes took out the Egyptian flag from his bag and we all stood holding it, feeling proud of where we belong. At this moment it felt that we were all one, standing behind the flag and holding it together.

We all had the same outfit: sports pants, undershirt, shirt, and jacket. The sportswear came from one of our sponsors, the Egyptian apparel company Sprint Active Wear. All were designed for men and because I joined them at the last minute there was no design specifically for women. The shirt and jacket had the logos of our sponsors but not the Egyptian flag, which we had noticed because Younes had asked before arriving if our outfits would carry the flag.

Younes and I wear the same size: small. When we were trying on our jackets, he tried the small and I tried the medium and found it was too large for me. So he gave me the small and then found out that there was another jacket in small, which of course he took. His generous impulse moved me and I felt bad that I hadn’t done the same but the truth is I didn’t want to look like a penguin. The jacket was already long and thick and I am much shorter than the guys. I wasn’t comfortable in the shirt either because it was too loose around the arms. I told Younes that I would send my shirts to get them taken in and asked if he would like the same to be done for him, but he looked at me and replied with confidence, “No, it’s okay.” Looking at his arms, he continued, “I have muscles.” I laughed hard then realized he wasn’t joking.

We took some photos on the bridge and I asked Younes for a selfie. I told him he was a celebrity; I was traveling with a Guinness Record holder. The two of us took a selfie, then the four of us. Then we all started walking.

Every one of us had a tracking mechanism, with all of us using mobile devices and Younes also using a Garmin watch. His watch was the most accurate so we used it as measurement of the distance covered.

There were always people from the support team walking with us. And in each governorate, students from the Faculty of Physical Education would join us for a day or two. On the first day, athletes from the Federation of Athletics of Aswan joined us. Before we traveled I had asked the organizers to ensure that girls would be able to walk with us during our journey. As I was joining, I thought that other women might be encouraged to join as well. They were very responsive and in Aswan there were dozens of men and four women accompanying us. I wasn’t disappointed because the truth is, I wasn’t sure beforehand that the young women would actually show up. To my delight, the students joined our walk and they were super excited for it. Doing sports in public is not something common in Upper Egypt.

I was walking in the back with the girls, as the path wound downhill with tall trees on each side. I wanted us to walk at the front but three of them were a little shy and reticent, so we stayed at the back and talked about their lives in Aswan. They told me that they would be considered bold for joining our walk. At almost the same height, around 160 cm, they all had beautiful hazelnut eyes and caramel skin. They wore sports pants, shirts, and head scarves though one was showing her hair.

One of the girls told me that she loved playing sports but that in her village she couldn’t even walk on her own. Playing sports in public can be considered a disgrace in this part of the country. She was from Edfu and was staying in Aswan because of her studies. Her parents didn’t mind that she lived on her own, nor did they forbid her from doing anything but the community judged her. She told me that she wanted to be a police officer when she graduated and to be accepted for this she would need to be fit. To be fit she would need to play sports. And to play sports she would need to be bold, would she be?

The students walked with us for five kilometers then they left and we continued. The Nile was sparkling on our left and the main road and city were on our right. There are no residential buildings on the main road, only public facilities; including a mall, school, mosque, café, hotels, and celebration halls. We kept walking until we found a sign that told us we were about to leave Aswan city and enter New Aswan city. Both are in the governorate of Aswan but they are very different. The former is an urban city while the latter is a rural one. This moment was weird in a good way, with the realization that I had crossed an entire city on foot and was starting a new one!

We were all together in the beginning, then Younes and Nadia started engaging in conversation and walking a bit slower than the rest of us. They seemed very enthusiastic about the topic they were discussing and Younes’ facial and body movements were especially expressive. Something didn’t feel right. The vibe between Younes and the other guys was cold, especially between him and Ahmed. Meanwhile, he was getting along very well with Nadia who he had just met. I was on the alert but not exactly worried, feeling that if anything went in a way that I didn’t like I didn’t have to be there.

Ahmed had set the pace at 5 kilometers per hour and Osama and I were following this pace. When we had walked a long way ahead of Younes and Nadia they started running until they reached us then they continued running to overtake us. Then they would wait for us and the cycle would begin again.

Ahmed came close to me and told me, “I don’t like it when people change their words. He said that he wouldn’t run but because of Nadia he changed his mind.”

I was too tired to argue with him. My heart rate was over 150 beats per minute (bpm) and I could feel the rush of blood to my face, turning it red.

The path was straight most of the way, but as we entered New Aswan city there was a detour, a bridge over our heads and we weren’t sure which road to take. The sun was above us too and we were getting hungry. I was wondering who knew the way. Pausing for a while under a bridge, I saw a small garden on the other side and went to stretch there, while Younes took charge of finding our path with the help of the police securing our walk.

As we resumed, the Nile was behind us and never ending agricultural fields stretched to our right and left. Then we started walking alongside the agricultural road, parallel to the Nile. To the left all was green and to the right a yellow hill was spotted with small houses. But all was pale because the sunlight was stronger than any color.

Ahmed came over and told me that I shouldn’t stretch in the middle of the walk. His reasoning was not clear but when I told him I had to stretch, due to muscle strain, he surmised that I must be walking faster than the pace I should. Then he called the event management team to ask when the food was coming and it turned out that we still had an hour at least to wait.

After we had covered 10 km, around two hours of walking, a local TV channel came to cover the challenge. While they were shooting, each one of the five of us talked about our individual motivation for joining this challenge and how it had all started. I found Nadia asserting that the challenge was Younes’s idea. Although no one disagreed with her publicly, I was thinking that this wasn’t the information that had initially reached me. When I had first met with Ahmed, after resigning from my job, and he told me about the challenge somehow I had understood it to be both his and Younes’s idea. After Nadia stated so clearly that it was Younes’s idea, the TV anchor turned all his attention to Younes, asking him how he had come up with it in the first place.

Younes is a Guinness Record holder as a member of the fastest team to cross Europe by bicycle, which they did to raise awareness on autism. When he returned to Egypt he wanted to do another sports challenge for a cause, he thought that cycling would be too short of a trip so he decided to cross the country walking. Younes had contacted Ahmed and they found a sponsor with a cause; raising awareness on population problems in the cities we were passing by. I thought of how glad I was to have been set straight on how the challenge had started. I was quite sure in my mind that Younes was the idea person and Ahmed was leading the operations.

After the break, Osama approached me and told me that since we had completed 10 km I should stop, as this is what we had agreed upon on so I wouldn’t get injured. Though I started to object, Ahmed came over and reiterated Osama’s words. I felt unsure. I was tired, my knees hurt and my heart rate was extremely high—almost in the danger zone. I thought for a couple of seconds. I had done my due for the day but I felt that I could still walk more so after a short pause I told them, “Since I’ll rest sooner or later, I’d rather rest when I can’t continue walking.” I could see that Osama was on the brink of arguing but Ahmed told him to leave me to do what I preferred. Everyone else was aiming to walk the whole distance and I felt that I wanted to test my limits and also to continue the story. So this is what I did.

On this day we walked for 22 km, which took us five and a half hours. Each of us marked where we stopped on Google maps. I sat on the ground in front of our car, trying to find shade, then Nadia came to sit beside me after posting an Instagram story of me all tired, with my face red, happy and glowing from the exercise. The boys tried to find a place to sit in the shade of the car as well; we were all clustered together in a small space of two by one meters on the ground. But in another five minutes we were ready to go.

We took the cars and returned to our hotel. On our way back, Mohsen couldn’t sit in the back seat again because it was uncomfortable so he rode with the support team. Osama sat in the third row seat, Nadia in the front seat, while Younes, Ahmed, and I were in the back seat. On the way, Nadia put on her music and it was very energetic—like music for working out—and Osama moved his head in time with the music. And Nadia and Younes talked about missed chances, or stolen ideas. Both of them had been in the endurance sports field for a while and they had dreams and ideas about new challenges. Each of them had had the experience of either being ignored because of the fear of competition or having had their ideas stolen. Nadia had suggested to one of the first people to climb Mount Everest that they do a hike together, tackling one of the big seven, but apparently he totally ignored her. I found this sad, feeling that people in this field should have the spirit to support others. These challenges should be for personal discovery and growth, not for breaking records.

Younes had also had a negative interaction with another endurance athlete, whom he had approached with the idea of crossing the Atlantic Ocean together on a raft. The man had expressed a lot of enthusiasm and Younes had shared some contacts with him to make it happen, but then he had attempted the challenge alone, without even writing to Younes to apologize. I told them that I saw this kind of behavior as killing the spirit of these challenges.

Younes looked at me over Ahmed and quickly replied, “I totally agree.”

We reached the hotel and each went to our room, then I went to Ahmed to pick up some supplies. As I was about to leave, he looked at me from above and told me, “you can do it,” tapping me twice on my left shoulder. I thanked him hesitantly and went to my room. He then messaged our WhatsApp group to suggest that we meet at eight-thirty in the lobby for dinner and asked Mohsen to visit him in his room for a physiotherapy session before dinner. So it seemed that the guys were planning to have their sessions in their rooms and meanwhile I didn’t know what to do for my knees. I couldn’t ask Mohsen to come to my room—it wouldn’t feel appropriate—but he had told me that he should tape my knees, so I needed to find a place for that.

I went to the lobby ten minutes late. Younes came and we talked for a bit before I realized that he reminded me of someone. He was talking like a celebrity who has a TV show where he pretends to be an Italian, interviewing Egyptian celebrities. The celebrity spoke little Arabic in the show and maybe that’s why Younes reminded me of him; his Arabic sounded almost as though it came from a non-native speaker. Osama arrived, then Nadia, and finally
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